JOHN B. BURKE

ANGELOS SIKELIANOS AND THE BALKAN IDEA:
A FORGOTTEN RESPONSE

The Institute for Balkan Studies was founded in 1953 for the noble
purpose of fostering mutual understanding, friendship and co-operation be-
tween the peoples of the Balkan Peninsula. This was by no means a new idea;
we could perhaps trace it as far back as the end of the 18th century in the
call of Rigas Velestinlis for a confederation of Balkan Statesl. Some 120
years later —thirty years before the foundation of Thessaloniki’s Institute
for Balkan Studies— the poet Angelos Sikelianos earnestly advocated a sim-
ilar cause under circumstances none the less dangerous for Greece as they
were difficult for Sikelianos himself. Whether from prophetic insight, hu-
manitarian courage or political naiveté, he had in the months before the
Asia Minor disaster of 1922 addressed an outspoken open letter to King
Constantine I declaring the national necessity for «our cordial and honour-
able unity with our enemies»®. Throughout the tragic events that followed
his stance remained essentially the same, although his voice acquired a new
tone of urgency. He threw himself into a series of lectures aimed at a na-
tional spiritual regeneration®, and when the Balkan Idea was proposed to
him anew he responded without hesitation: «The Balkan Idea represents
one of the prime regenerative values . . . equal to the task of keeping Greece
vigilant at the helm amid the tempestuous cross-currents of our time».

Sikelianos® words came in the wake of the Asia Minor catastrophe,
which he saw not as an isolated tragedy but as the culminating failure of an
ideology that had led Greece into four wars against her neighbours in less than
ten years, whilst internally the nation had all but torn itself apart with its own
hands; he saw Greece broken in body and spirit, politically, ideologically and
economically bankrupt, writhing in the pangs of death or —as he himself
believed with his whole being— of a rebirth.

Characteristically viewing the problem in dramatic, cosmic dimensions,

1. Cf. A. Vacalopoulos, “Isrogla t05 Néov “EAdmmiouot, A’, Tovgxoxparia 1669-
1812, Thessaloniki 1973, p. 596 ff.

2. Cf. Takis Dimopoulos, «'O Zikehavog otov Suyacpd xai otiv Katoxhiy, Néa
*Eotia, tou. 96, teby. 1130 (1 August 1974), p. 1218 ff.

3. Cf. Aevxwpa for Angelos Sikelianos, ‘Eraipeia Aevkaditik®dv Mehetdyv, edited by
Gerasimos Grigoris, Athens 1971, p. 29.



120 John B. Burke

he realized that either human history was about to share the fate of certain
places that have disappeared back into the primeval jungle, or that a new
spring would bloom all over the earth!. In the apparent chaos of those years
he detected the prelude to a new universal creative harmony of all mankind,
and he devoted his gigantic energies to the duty, as he felt it, of tuning others
in to this world harmony and swelling it to full diapason. By virtue of its
integrated pre-Christian and Christian culture, Greece was destined to make
an inestimable contribution, and the Balkan Idea — because of the deeper
values that it enshrined at that point in time and place— constituted not
simply a «good idea» but a matter of vital necessity if the renaissance he
envisaged was not to be aborted.

Sikelianos was not the only voice proclaiming closer co-operation be-
tween the Balkan States. The forum was provided by the Athenian periodical
“H Néa IToAttins, founded and directed by Kostas Tournakis whose writings
and correspondence reveal a deep spiritual affinity with the poet (he later
proved an invaluable colleague in the famous Delphic movement)?. Editorial
policy was non-party nationalist, as several trenchant leaders deploring the
«pro-Venizelist anti-Venizelist vicious circle» of contemporary politics made
clear. Among the most frequent contributors were Kleon Paraschos, G. V.
Pamboukas, A. Saounatsou, Linos Karzis, G. Brasibanopoulos, I. K. and
P. Kanellopoulos, and I. Notaras, while the shadow of Ion Dragoumis falls
clearly across many of its pages.

The edition of 15 June 1923 announced that the journal would host discus-
sion on the Idea of Balkan rapprochement, and declared that «members of
the government, party leaders and other significant figures . . . the diplomats,
the most illustrious scholars and specialists, journalists, authors, artists and
other intellectuals of all the Balkan countries» would put forward their views.
In spite of this claim it is apparent from the list of those who had indicated
their willingness to contribute that the so-called «united opposition» of 1920
would be disproportionately represented in the discussion. The roll-call is
nevertheless impressive; it includes the ambassadors of the South Slav State,
Bulgaria, and Albania; the Minister for the Interior G. Papandreou and a
number of former ministers (Demertzis, Eutaxias, Kafandaris, Mercouris,
Papanastasiou, Tsaldaris); two party-leaders (I. Metaxas, G. Rallis) and
representatives of several others including the Rural and Communist parties;
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the newspaper directors Vlachos and Nikoloudis; the brother of Ion Dragou-
mis, Philip; university professors, former top civil servants, etc.l. Sikelianos’
contribution consisted of his «Owmiieg pov otovg "Apictovgn?, which were
introduced by the following covering note:

ZYNOIITIKH AITANTHZH
I'TA TH BAAKANIKHN IAEA

X¢ xdbe véa @aon 1fig Lwiig 1@V
Aadv, Ta MPOAYYEAD CUURTOMHATA
glvar tooa, Hdote mpiv 1) Aapyn tiig
oLOKAN NG Iddng Omov péAAEL va
TV 8&voupKdCEL, KATALYACEL TO
pvBuod 1dv TpooTabeldv Evog cuv-
6lov, 1} sabraom oL LeicTaTAr T
Bpadeia dvatorf tng, HEG 6TO TVED-
pa 1dv mepoodtepnv avlpdrnv, d-
ratd @¢ npog Tig dpyéc tfic dvva-
ung g kai v épeavilel otov &-
avtdv Tovg odv pid Kdmwora obTONL-
K1 dvtavakiaon povayo TdV HOL-
paiov évaliaydv 1fi¢ Totopiac. ‘H
S1apadpion Tob yuy ko 1f8ikod dra-
vonTikob émmnédov tdv Atdpwyv, on-
provpyel ®atdc0 Mg Trpc")g v pado-
Tepn ExTipnon adTdv TAV GUURTO-
HATOV OlaQopec TEPAOTIES, DOTE
Kamowot  Gkoiovfdviag Ta OTAV
PO Euedvion Tovg, Vv dykaid-
Louvv 10V Opilovia mob péAdrel va
onticsr 1 ‘I8éa pecovpavdvrag,
&vd dAAlor mov diaicBdvoviar g
kbt gite dAAaler elte € arratn
6AOYLPA TOVS, TEPLUEVOLY TTV EMEN-
Baom t0b xpOVOL, YA V& CTPEYOLV
Qavepd TNV mMPocoyN Tov OTiig
I8¢0g 1MV adtodbvaunv aitia.

‘H ’I6éa otfig Omoiag t1v Epevva

SYNOPTIC RESPONSE
TO THE BALKAN IDEA

The indications that herald each
new phase in the life of nations are
so many that, before the radiance
of the total Idea which it is about
to incarnate can illuminate the
harmony in the efforts of any group
as a whole, the refraction which its
slow rise incurs within the spirits of
most men misleads them with regard
to the sources of its power and
makes it appear to them merely as
a sort of utopian reflection of His-
tory’s inevitable alternations.

Gradations of psychic, moral and
intellectual levels in individuals
nevertheless create enormous dif-
ferences in their deepest evaluation
of these signs, so that some who
follow them as they first emerge
embrace the horizons which the
Idea will illuminate as it reaches
its zenith, while others who sense
that things around them are either
changing or will change await the
intervention of time before turning
their attention openly to the axiom-
atic cause underlying the Idea.

Certainly, the Idea which “H Néa
IToMiTixn) now invites us to explore
did not arise just yesterday —in-

1. See Néa Ilolitixy; 13 (15 July 1923), p. 289.
2. Néa IToMwixy 13, 14 & 16 (1923), pp. 310-312, 331-333 & 380-382.
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péic mpookaiel adriv miv bpa 1
Néa Tohnkn d&v elvar PéPara
210ecivi) — dpétpnta ocvpnthbpata
v npoavayysilav— kai of xbOproL
nod mpokdiecav thv Epegvvd Tng,
aykahdoav dixwg dAro, Tov Paddv
6pilovta g, Gnd ypoéHVIa otV Yo-
xf Toug kabapd. AAN® 6 copakepdg
Tpoyd¢ ué 1ov Omoiov ovvodovrd-
vovray 1 {on pag pg v odyypovn
nayxoopua Totopia kal Toug Aaovg
o yertovevovuv v "EALada Heet-
Ae via ocvviplptel otov GEova tov
xai va tv &xtpoyracer dA6xANPN
ot pa dpa, d va Pyodve ol éxhe-
Ktoi MPOg TOLG moAloLG kal va
brodeifovv TNV 18éa 1fig Puoikiig
¢ xai drapaitnng tpoyds.
“A¢ 100G dpkéoel dotdco 1) Qo-
Bept kai kpiowpn Gpa TodTN, Ba
Tiv ebpovv téya edvoikdtepn noté;
“Ag Tovg dpkécer 1 Bpa tovTn dnov
1a wpoPfAfuata tdv Aadv elvar
BaAipéva 1o xafoiikd kal puokov
&ninedo tovg, ol 1 youyxn tob xo6-
opov (16 aicBavovrar TAéov Shot),
glvar addvatov va xvilel o’ Eva
oxond devfuvopevo arn’ ta Eo,
nob elv’ @dVvaro o1 Padog va dro-
Koyel otV vekpTv ictopikt| aitio-
loyia, dmov dxoépa mpoomabodve
va tiv Bdyovv, pe ta épeinia 10D
dikol touvg vavayiov, ol yfecivoi
g, 6mov &nélnoav oovels. "Ag
édpkecBobve otflv otiyunv étodtn,
8mov 1 ictopia apyifer ma va
pméver Tpayikn dAAd yoyikdtatn
dppovia, otfiv ovveidnon OL6-
KAnpov tol kdopov, aicOnty an’
Td navapyaia oTpdpatd tng, dxov-
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numerable indications heralded it—
and there can be no doubt that the
gentlemen initiating its investigation
have for years embraced in their
souls its deep horizons clearly. But
the eccentric wheéel with which our
life meshed with contemporary
world history and with the peoples
that border Greece needed to shat-
ter on its axis and in a moment
derail this life completely, in order
that the elect go forth to the many
and demonstrate the idea of its
natural and necessary course.

Though the present hour be one
of terrible crisis, may it suffice for
them: will they ever find one more
favourable? Let them be content
with this hour when the nations’
problems have been set on their
universal, natural plane; the plane
where the world’s soul (as every-
one is now aware) cannot stir to-
wards a goal governed from without,
where it is impossible deep down for
it to succumb to the dead historical
causality with which the survivors
amongst those who were yesterday
its murderers are still trying to
bury it under the rubble of their
own shipwreck.

Let them be content with this
moment when history is at last
beginning to instil a tragic but deep-
ly psychic harmony into the con-
sciousness of the whole world; its
most archaic levels are perceptible,
its clearest commands audible to
those nations or individuals who,
broadening the domain of responsi-
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oth otig mo kabdpieg Eviorég ng,
a6 xeivoug, Aaovg f| &ropa, mob
maoyovv, 6 kabévag pég oto oti-
Bo tov kai yid Slovg, dvevgivov-
Tac 10 ydgo tijc edfivns, v Be-
y0obve 1M peyddin nepicoeld g,
Sy mhéov ®dG va diydlovrar fa-
6ud tTovs, oi aitiec 1A Tywaric
tovs 7} Exmrworjsc Tovs, GAMG g
8Aec va ovvipEyovy, va Evabolve,
ord) fabiteon 70ixi] Tovs dvrox.
Ol oTiypég, mob oi Aaoi dg ofpepa
évovoviave # ovykévipavav 1o
npdPAnpa tfig L@fig Toug oTOV Eav-
76 TOVG, TTaAV OMAVIOTATES, ONPW-
YHEVEG O©YedOV mavia 4mo jd
Gpova mopodik®) fi &vromiopévn
dopukTikG@ ota 6Siapopa onpeia
1700 kOopOovL.

"Ag adpaytodpe &n’ v oTIYUnV
&tobtn, mou 7 &levlepia mEPvEL
Y& 6Aoug Tovg dvBpdroug xanolov
avendvteya mAatotepo 6piopd g,
¥ 1 dtpdéoparpd tng otn ovvel-
dnon tdv Aiyov &owticdn mAiov
dg dpeca, taykdoma kai dvdrtata
f0ix7. “H L1} tdv Ladv d&v propel
nAéov va elve 70 xTyvddes yeyovos
pEca o610 6moio N oAtk tO6c@V
aibvov Enedinke va 16 tepikheioset.
‘H BaAxavikn 18¢a &vninpocaneiet
T v iotopia adtn v dpa, pav
dvayevvnukiyv @€ia, mod dv xai
olyKaipa oTpOYHEVT o1} cuveidn-
on 1tob wAf0ovg an’ Tjv dpeony -
vaykn, brofactalopevn Spwg otiv
¢pappoyn g xal dwwedtion ng
én’ v dynin xal yeviknyv épyn
ool nepigyer, elvar dnod 8¢ mpd-
186, Yopig dAro, mob oty OveAra
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bility strive each on his own ground
and on behalf of all to receive its
great abundance; no longer as if
the causes of their rise or fall
diverged deep within them, but that
all converge and become one in
their deepest ethical resilience. Up
until today, the moments when the
nations came together as one or
concentrated the problem of their
lives within themselves were rare
and almost always forced by a
transitory defence or stiflingly lo-
calized in various points of the
world.

Let us seize upon the present
moment when freedom is gaining
an unexpectedly broader definition
for all men, and its atmosphere in
the consciousness of the few has
been shown up luminously immedi-
ate, universal and supremely ethical.
The life of peoples can no longer be
the brutal fact to which the Policy
of so many centuries sought to
confine it. The Balkan Idea repre-
sents for history in the present hour
a regenerative value which, while
it may have been thrust into the
consciousness of the mass by im-
mediate necessity, is nevertheless
supported in its application and
enlightenment by the lofty general
principle it includes, and without
doubt constitutes one of the prime
regenerative values equal to the
task of keeping Greece vigilant
at the helm amid the tempestuous
cross-currents of our time.

The elect who have initiated its
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TV SUYYPOVOV pag PEVpATOV, EIV
avtatla va kpatioel dypunvicopivn
o100 Tiuéwvt v ‘EAAada. Oi éxie-
xtol 6mob dvaxivnoav thv €pevva
mg, pod &umvéovv trjv mo Padiav
éumotoodvn, Yd tiv &Eav 6mod
péAdetar gpovpd tne. [Ipokepévov,
GTNV KavovikT} ouvepyacia pov,
oG Gpyilel Gmo TobHTO TO PUALASIO,
Vv’ avantoféo oav £p0° N dpa, Tig
arnoyelg nob t6 mAGtog Tiig £ped-
vng pob émParier, nepropilopar
Hovayxa oOTEG YpOoppis adTég pov,
vaé tovico v dvotatn M0k
Xapd pov kai cvyypoéveog vd om-
rLdow, GG GrAf kal oTOYELDOTN
Gtopikr] dmoypéwon pov, MAC GE
tob10 TOV dydva, elpar taypévog
«®oozer kai Oelfce, OLocyepds!.

ATTEAOZ XIKEAIANOZ

John B. Burke

investigation inspire in me the deep-
est confidence in the worthiness of
its future custodians. With this
issue begins my regular collabora-
tion; since the hour has arrived,
during its course I will develop the
views which the breadth of the in-
vestigation imposes upon me. In
these few lines I confine myself to
stressing my supreme moral joy
and declare, as my simple and
elementary individual obligation,
that for this contest I am committed
and ready «in nature and willy,
completely.

ANGELOS SIKELIANOS

The ensuing issues of Néa IloAizixy) were increasingly censored, though
generally not because of the Balkan discussion, and the journal was eventually
banned altogether after 15 September 1923. It reappeared briefly in June/
July 1924, and a second series was inaugurated in 1937 with loannis
Tournakis as director and an undisguised pro-Metaxas editorial policy; it
finally closed down with Greece’s entry into the war in 1940. In 1938 Si-
kelianos’ «Opmlieg pov o1obg *Apictovg» and some of Kostas Tournakis’
articles from the 1923 /24 period were republished?, but not Sikelianos’ re-
sponse to the Balkan Idea. G. Katsimbalis® invaluable bibliography® on
Angelos Sikelianos overlooks this latter item entirely: chronologically it
should precede entry No. 209, or preferably be included in it.

Nothing very much came of the discussion in Néa IHohtixs. Initially
the Idea took the form of a Balkan common market or federation of States?;

1. Néa IHoAtixgy 12 (1 July 1923), p. 266.

2. Néa IToAvtixry B, 2 (1938), pp. 562-568, 665-671 & 777-784; pp. 857-864 etc.

3. G. K. Katsimbalis, Bifloygapia A. Zceliavod (Zvuniijgopa), Athens 1952.
4. See Nos. 10 and 11 (1923).
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most of those who contributed rendered little more than lip service to the
notion!, while others threw cold water on it as being impractical and unreal-
istic?. As the title of Sikelianos’ «Talks» suggests, they were not specifically
written for the journal or the Balkan Idea, and indeed there is no mention of
the Balkans to be found in them at all3. The poet in fact turned all his attention
to his Delphic Idea, which he felt to be hierarchically prior to, and hence more
embracing than, the Balkan Idea.

Though his lyrical spirit sometimes expressed itself extravagantly in the
letter republished above, the force and energy of his thought is compelling; and
although fifty years of political changes have intervened since his advocacy
of the Balkan Idea, I would suggest that recent trends in this part of the world
—perhaps even the tragic developments in Cyprus— have tended to confirm
his analysis and interpretation than to render them obsolete. One can only
speculate about the possible effects that implementation of the Balkan Idea
might have had upon the course of the Second World War and its aftermath
in Greece. More on the domestic side, I should be very surprised indeed if the
movement of 1923 could not claim some degree of spiritual paternity with
regard to the Institute for Balkan Studies.

Thessaloniki 1974

1. See No. 15 (1923).
2, See Nos. 18, 19 (1924).
3. Cf. note 3, page 118.



